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ABSTRACT 
The term “landscape” embodies multiple levels of meaning: it articulates the 
ideological intent of the powerful who plan or shape the landscape in particular 
ways and at the same time reflects the everyday meanings implicit in the 
daily routines of ordinary people associated with the landscape. Through an 
analysis of four themes constituting the landscape of Singapore’s Chinatown, 
we unpack two different but interdependent versions of landscape reality: the 
construction of social meanings from the state’s perspective and those derived 
from the lived experiences of Chinatown’s inhabitants. In our first theme, 
we explore the multiplicity of meanings invested in Chinatown’s housing 
landscape. For the state, urban renewal and public housing schemes in Chinatown 
represent the redrawing of landscapes along modernist lines informed by 
efficiency and rationality of land use, in tandem with the larger goals of 
nation-building. Among residents, however, the vision of modern living in 
everyday life was only a reality for a few; others experience the landscape in 
more contradictory ways. Second, in the landscape of community building, we 
show that state-initiated efforts at inculcating a sense of community have replaced 
the old spontaneous, interpersonal ties and the strength of organised vernacular 
associations. Inadvertently, these state strategies have in some ways actually been 
damaging and deleterious to community ties. In our third theme, we show how 
the state has, to a large extent, successfully rewritten the socially and physically 
polluted landscapes of Chinatown. Yet, there are examples of resistances where 
the state’s vision of an unpolluted landscape has been punctured. Since the 
mid-1980s a fourth imperative has emerged in the state’s management of the 
Chinatown landscape in the form of attempts to conserve the landscape as a 
“historic district”, a repository of the nation’s tradition, history and culture. We 
show that there are different interpretations of the state’s effort to revitalise 
Chinese culture in the conserved landscape and its attempt to cast Chinatown in 
the role of a “common bond place” for all Singaporeans. Singapore’s Chinatown 
is thus a multicoded landscape inscribed with a multiplicity of meanings. It is 
neither used entirely as an ideological tool for manipulative ends nor does it 
fully embody the authenticity of daily experiences. 
INTRODUCTION 
Despite the ambiguity and debate surrounding the notion of landscape, most 
researchers agree that all human landscapes are invested with cultural meanings. * 
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The discovery of meaning in landscapes, however, remains a difficult and 
challenging task.’ In this paper. we explore the tensions between two levels of 
meaning - landscape as an elitist “way of seeing” and landscape as a vernacular 
“way of life” - as played out in a specific place: Chinatown in Singapore. 
Daniels” argues that landscape may be seen as “a dialectical image, an 
ambiguous synthesis whose redemptive and manipulative aspects cannot be 
finally disentangled. which can neither be completely reified as an authentic 
object in the world nor thoroughly dissolved as an ideological mirage”. In 
this sense. landscape embodies and reflects the negotiation of power between 
the dominant and subordinated in society. each with their own versions of 
reality and practice. -I On the one hand, it articulates the social construction 
of landscape imposed by the powerful - planners. architects. administrators, 
politicians, property owners, developers - intent on advancing state ideology 
or consumer capitalism. By becoming part of the everyday, landscape acts as a 
powerful ideological tool which masks the artifice and ideological nature of its 
form and content, making what is patently cultural appear as natural as possible.” 
On the other hand. landscape is also a “multicoded space” which in its everyday 
usage, is constantly reinterpreted by “everyday people who may be ‘reading’ 
and ‘writing’ different languages in the built environment”.” For the everyday 
users of a particular landscape. it is an environment of both opportunity and 
constraint. 
After a brief sketch of the historical background of Singapore’s Chinatown, 
we focus on four themes which constitute the Chinatown landscape: the housing 
landscape; the landscape of community-building; the landscape of social and 
physical pollution; and the conserved landscape. For each theme, we attempt 
to unpack two different but interdependent versions of landscape reality, viz. 
the perspectives of the state and the inhabitants of Chinatown. By moving 
between state constructions and lived experiences of Chinatown residents and 
shopkeepers. WC: hope to disclose the multicoded meanings which go into the 
making of landscape.7 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: RACIALISING LANDSCAPE 
As Anderson8 has noted, the term “Chinatown”, both as a spatial entity as well 
as an idea. was ascribed by, and belonged to, European society. In Singapore, 
the inscription of “Chineseness” in a specific place has its roots in colonial urban 
planning. A few years after founding the settlement of Sinapore as a British 
factory in 1819, Stamford Raffles appointed a town committee to mark out 
separate quarters for the different “native” communities, including a Chinese 
kampung on the south-west bank of the Singapore River to accommodate this 
“peculiar” and “industrious race”. y As in the case of many Third World colonial 
cities, the idea of racial categorisation was firmly inscribed into the colonial urban 
landscape from the foundation of the city. 
As colonial Singapore consolidated her position as premier entrepot of the 
Far East, ever-increasing numbers of immigrants from China and India streamed 
into the port-city in search of livelihood and economic advancement. Chinese 
immigrants gravitated towards Chinatown where support structures such as 
clan-based accommodation, welfare institutions and the control of particular 
occupational niches by one’s group were already well established. i0 By the turn 
of the century, Chinatown occupied a spatial extent of only about 2 sq km but 
contained one-third of the municipal population, that is, over 66.000 people of 
which the overwhelming majority (91%) were Chinese. ii 
In the colonial imagination, Chinatown as a landscape was comprehended 
through multiple lenses of moral, medical and racial categories. Such images 
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were reinforced by, and corroborated in, both scientific health surveys of the 
medical fraternity and the dilettante description of popular accounts. Within 
colonial medical discourse, Chinatown was a nursery of “dangerous infectious 
diseases”.‘* Among lay observers, Chinatown was also often depicted as filthy 
and pestilential, an image conjoined with that of moral decay evidenced 
by gambling houses, opium dens, gaudy temples, dimly-lit brothels and the 
higgledy-piggledy disorder of Chinese street-life.‘” From the colonial perspective, 
Chinatown as a landscape derived its identity through association with the 
Chinese, and in turn, by objectifying the physical and moral miasma of all 
things Chinese, the Chinatown landscape further contributed to the making of 
the Chinese as a separate racial category. 
In the early 1960s. Singapore wrested independence from the British colonial 
power and became a sovereign State .i4 Within the newly-emerging State, 
Chinatown was no longer an exdusive Chinese enclave within a plural society 
under British rule but an anachronistic place name in a predominantly Chinese 
city. Independence, however, did not render the imagery of quintessential 
“Chineseness” associated with Chinatown moribund. Instead, the reservoir of 
colonial allusions continued to be drawn upon, reconstituted and transformed to 
shape state practices and to serve new purposes within the independent State.15 
At the same time, state conceptions of landscape did not hold full sway but were 
continually challenged, mediated or redefined by those living and working in 
Chinatown who possessed their own versions of landscape reality. To illustrate 
this, we will focus on the Kreta Ayer District (Fig. l), traditionally treated by 
the state and in popular conception as the heart of Chinatown. 
Fig. I. Kreta Ayer District it1 Chinatown. 
THE HOUSING LANDSCAPE 
Post-war Chinatown was an area “‘occupied by acre after grim acre of ramshackle 
shophouses’” in which gross overcrowding was common”. I7 Severe residential 
overcrowding was conflated with other problems: insanitary buildings; high land 
values and irregular plot sizes; the lack of public open spaces and community 
services; a complicated mix of residential, industrial and commercial land use in 
close proximity; and road congestion. IN With independence in the early 196Os, as 
part of the state’s bid to secure political legitimacy, to build ideological consensus 
and to transform the population into a disciplined industrial workforce.“’ the 
eradication of housing difficulties and slum problems in areas such as Chinatown 
gained prominence on the urban agenda. 
In the 196Os, the primary emphasis of urban renewal was slum clearance and 
comprehensive redevelopment of the Central Area of Singapore. In 1966, the 
Land Acquisition Act was enacted to facilitate the compulsory acquisition of 
land in the Centrai Area where buildings were largely rent-controlled and 
ur,dcr fragmented ownership.‘0 Comprehensive state-initiated urban renewal 
was seen as the vital kev to giving valuable but slum-ridden areas located in 
the heart of the city a fresh lease of life. Singapore had too long suffered the 
“disease” and “affliction” of “chaotic and unwieldly growth” and “a generation 
has lived and grown under (slum) conditions which are detrimental to health 
and morals” .z 1 The transformation of the Chinatown landscape, however, was 
not only perceived as a means of improving living conditions for the people but 
as both prerequisite for the tangible proof of larger forces of so&-economic 
dcvclopment and progress at work in the State. Slums such as Chinatown had 
to bc csciscd if the newly-formed State were to “prepare for . growth and 
ultimate progress”.” The hitherto ubiquitous shophouses were also perceived 
as constituting an uneconomical use of valuable urban land and as having 
*‘quite clearly outlived their purpose”.Z3 New house forms consistent with the 
~~spir~lti~~l~s of a modern city were needed. Thus, from the state’s perspective, 
the “Herculean task” of slum eradication and its replacement by low-cost public 
housin+ and medium-cost private housing represented “a stake in the future, 
in stabtlity. prosperity”.‘” Singapore’s ambition was to be able to take pride 
of place in becoming “an integrated modern city centre worthy of Singapore’s 
present and future role as the “New York of Malaysia”‘.‘-“‘ 
In less than 2 decades, the built environment of Chinatown was dramatically 
redrawn along modernist lines informed by efficiency. discipline and rationality of 
land use. In the early 196Os, it was estimated that one-quarter of a million people 
required rehousing if Chinatown was to be redeveloped.‘fi By the mid-197Os, the 
basic fabric of old Chinatown incorporated many new elements. Demolition went 
in tandem with building “homes for the people” to accommodate families which 
had to relocate. Some public housing in the form of high-rise low-cost flats which 
allowed a rational use of high-value centrally-located land was provided within 
Chinatown itself in order to keep the population in the city centre.” These 
efforts included the Sago Lane Redevelopment in IQ-eta Ayer comprising 684 
high-rise flats embodying “the dream of modern apartment living”‘x (Fig. 2). 
Completed in 1973, these flats were meant for the resettlement of individuals 
and families affected by clearance in the Central Area.“’ Built with shops and 
eating houses on the lower floors, wide staircases and ramps interconnecting 
the tower blocks with each other, and to the neighbouring Kreta Ayer People’s 
Theatre. community centre and creche, the design of the project signalled the 
state’s attempt to retain the “close and self-contained community living” which 
had charactcrised sh~)pl~(~usc-livirlg in the past.“’ 
Dcspitc the rhetoric of progress in which urban renewal was couched. the 
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rewriting of the Chinatown palimpsest did not entail the total erasure of the 
amalgam of forms laid down during the pre-independence era. Instead, the urban 
renewal programme from its inception had proceeded according to precincts of 
manageable proportions and while certain parts of Chinatown did not escape the 
bludgeon of redevelopment. sufficient vestiges of the shophouse motif endured. 
For many years, the fate of the remaining old Chinatown landscape stood in the 
balance, but by the late 1970s there were signs of a rethinking of the overall 
state policy pertaining to Chinatown. While this did not signify an overturning 
of the redevelopment juggernaut, it was symptomatic of the wider concern 
that transforming historically significant and culturally rich landscapes into an 
“environment of towers” would dilute the country’s heritage, an ingredient 
crucial to the pressing task of nation-building.31 Investigations into the viability 
of conserving Chinatown were set into motion as early as 1976/1977,32 but these 
efforts did not come to fruition until 1986 when the Urban Redevelopment 
Authority (URA) announced its Conservation Master Plan, which included 
the preservation of substantial portions of the Chinatown landscape (discussed 
in a later section). In the meantime, during the hiatus, serried rows of two- 
and three-storeyed shophouses with their narrow staircases and tiny cubicles 
continued to form a principaf part of the Chinatown landscape, belying the 
portrait of a modern, technologically progressive city, an image fundamental 
to the logic of urban renewal. State regulation of the remaining shophouse 
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landscape harked back to an earlier era, consisting essentially of by-law control, 
sanitarianism and surveillance. The housing landscape of Chinatown is hence one 
of contradictions: beneath a skyline punctuated with tower blocks and high-rise 
buildings, an undulating sea of shophouses continue to persist. 
In everyday usage, the housing landscape of Chinatown from the 1960s to 
the early 1980s was one inscribed with equally contradictory and diverse 
meanings. In spite of the frenetic pace of change in the area. for those left 
in the remaining shophouses. living conditions remained fairly stagnant with 
few significant breaks from the pattern which had prevailed since the colonial 
era. Despite increasingly more stringent regulatory measures aimed at sanitary 
improvements since independence, many families and individuals continued to 
live out their lives in crowded, windowless cubicles of plank and cardboard rented 
to them by chief tenants; share communal kitchen, bathroom and toilet facilities, 
depend on kerosene lamps for lighting; tolerate a general state of disrepair; and 
endure the hazards of fire where the only access to each floor was via a steep 
and narrow wooden staircase located in the front part of the house? While the 
presence of refrigerators, television sets and telephones indicate that residents’ 
lives were not totally untouched by modernisation, the shophouse landscape 
in Chinatown represented pockets where housing conditions had csscntially 
fossilised, where residents experienced little of the state’s efforts to upgrade 
physical living conditions. 
While residents of shophouses saw little tangible proof of the state’s attempt 
to modernise their housing circumstances, those living in the high-density, 
high-rise instrumentalist landscape of HDB flats were more divided on this 
score. In comparing past with present, families resettled from shophouses 
in the surrounding area to three-room flats were particularly satisfied with 
the modern design of the interior of their flats with the higher standards of 
cleanliness, hygiene and fire safety; the relative spaciousness, and the separation 
of eating and sleeping spaces; and the greater measure of family privacy. Home 
ownership has also conferred residents with a certain measure of pride. visible in 
the number of flats which have been renovated and upgraded at private expense, 
and equipped with a range of modern gadgetry. Residents also appreciated the 
easy access to markets, retail and entertainment facilities housed either in the 
podium area beneath their flats or in close proximity. For thcsc families. living 
in high-rise Chinatown embodies both the form and spirit of modernist living. 
While this may not be at the forefront of their consciousness. it is evident from 
their favourabte comparison of the present with the past that moving out of 
cubicles and shophouses into their homes in the sky reprcsentcd an improvement 
of circumstances in tandem with the state’s modernisation programmc and march 
towards progress. 
The vision of modern living is, however, far more uncertain for another 
group of high-rise Chinatown residents: single elderly person+ living in shared 
one-room flats. These are survivors remaining from the dissolution of shophouse- 
based, multi-tier households who have been alloted high-rise accommodation on 
the basis of two persons to a flat. Here, despite similar minimalist geometric 
structures and modern designs, the enthusiasm for contemporary living is far 
less pervasive. For the one-roomers, concrete walls have increased privacy and 
reduced the fear of fire hazards as compared to shophouses which are notorious 
as death traps.35 Yet, they fail to guarantee, and in fact further jeopardise, 
personal safety from robbery and physical harm because these walls also isolate 
the elderly, in contrast to flimsy cubicle partitions which increase the visibility 
of strangers. Spaciousness is also not evident in a one-room flat shared with 
other non-family members. While shopping and entertainment facilities are 
spatially within easy reach, these are not truly accessible for those surviving 
hand-to-mouth on social welfare. Many among the elderly here spend their time 
waiting out their days, oblivious to the larger forces which shape their lives and 
impervious to the state’s message that urban renewal means revitalisation for a 
better future. Behind the modernised facade of progress, the landscape for the 
elderly is, if not one of despair, one of a certain degree of resignation. 
The rhetoric of modern high-rise living, much vaunted as part of the state’s 
march towards progress, is hence mediated in different ways in different parts of 
the Chinatown housing landscape. Modernist ideology invested in the landscape 
by the state has been permeable to different extents. For shophouse residents, 
modernisation appears to have done little as a form of improvement. For those 
living in high-rise units, translating the “modern” landscape into efficiency, 
accessibility and spaciousness is only a reality experienced by some. For others, 
day-to-day living in Chinatown rewrites the landscape with meanings which are 
much more mundane. 
THE MAKING OF A COMMUNITY 
While the housing landscape constitutes one aspect of the Chinatown landscape, 
Chinatown is also viewed as a landscape for the building of “community”. 
Without engaging in a discussion of the nuances of this slippery concept, we 
begin with a basic conception of community as a society of “intimacy, of close 
personal knowledge, of stability”“6 - in short, Tonnies’ notion of gemeinschaft. 
On the basis of such a conception, we discuss how community and social 
life in Chinatown of old was built on spontaneous, interpersonal ties and on 
the strength of organised vernacular associations. These forces have, however, 
declined in significance in the last decade and a half, while state-initiated efforts 
at inculcating a sense of community have gained ascendancy. While these state 
strategies may be construed as more efficient means of facilitating community 
life vis-ri-vis existing systems, conversely, they may be viewed as damaging and 
deleterious. It is in this light that we will show how “community” becomes 
another arena in which Singapore’s Chinatown is characterised by multicoded 
meanings. 
In Chinatown, social ties and activities of vernacular origin signified important 
local relationships that developed unself-consciously right up to the 196Os, 
continuing today only with diminished influence. At an organised and institu- 
tional level, traditional Chinese associations were, historically, a strong force 
in inculcating ties among Chinese in Singapore. They provided recreational and 
athletic facilities, mutual help programmes, and promoted education and charity. 
Such associations, which can be constructed along the lines of locality/dialect; 
clan/surname; trade/occupation; mutual help; recreational/cultural/athletic/alumni; 
or religious lines,“’ were located in abundance in Chinatown and played an 
important role in drawing together the residents along ethnic, if not dialect 
lines. However, as Cheng38 rightly pointed out, many of their functions have 
since been taken over by the State. Even with the establishment of the Singapore 
Federation of Chinese Clan Associations (SFCCA) in 1986, igniting a revival of 
sorts, clan associations no longer play the highly important role that they did in 
the past. Indeed, there are none in the heart of our study area and only two 
along New Bridge Road immediately outside the study area, namely Singapore 
Ann Kway Association and Tung On Wui Kun. 
Apart from such organised groups, community and social life in Chinatown 
of old was also built on spontaneous interpersonal and group ties. At one level, 
local “leaders” organised yearly celebrations like the Hungry Ghost Festival, with 
its characteristic prayers, dinners, auctions, ge tai (variety performances) and 
sometimes operas. Marquees would be set up, collective prayers conducted and 
the celebrations would go on for a few days. Residents from a few streets would 
get together for such celebrations. This is one form of’ community activity that 
persists spontaneously even now without intervention through institutionalisation 
or re-definition by the state. In contrast, Chinese New Year cclcbrations have 
passed from the hands of the spontaneous “locals” to be I-c-defined by the 
institutionalised state organisations. While in the past. cclcbrations included 
spontaneous. self-initiated night markets. with hawkers from the arca setting 
up stalls along practically every street in Krcta Aycr (Fig. 3). the night market 
is now organised by the Citizens’ Consultative Committee. Temporary licences 
have to be obtained and high rents paid for the little bit of road space for 2 
weeks (in the region of S$~,OOO-S$~.OOO). The market is confined to a few 
streets which are closed to vehicular traffic. The stallholders and hawkers no 
longer know one another. Most have shops in other new tou,ns in Singapore. 
seeking only to obtain their liccnccs. sell their goods, and make their profits 
in Chinatown during the Z-week period immediately preceding Chinese New 
Year. In other words, what was once ;I social and economic activity has now 
become an csscntially economic one. 
In addition. other forms of’ community life have now diminished. if not 
disappeared. Spontaneous Mooncake Festival cclcbrations along live-foot ways 
(verandahs fronting shophouses) involvin g ncighbours and fricndx in the past 
are now mainly confined to small-scale family observances of the festival within 
their own houses. State initiatives have also divcrtcd such celebrations to the 
Chinese Gardens, a park created in the wcstcrn part of Singapore. involving 
all Singaporcans. Whereas weddings in the past included feasts held at home, 
spilling out onto the five-foot way,s and sometimes onto the streets with the 
erection of marquees and make-shift tables. wedding dinners arc held in posh 
restaurants and hotels today, and the lift and celebrations have been taken off 
the streets. In part. this is because demand has declined. It is also largely because 
of more stringent public health regulations whcrc it is stipulated that special 
permission will have to bc obtained if’ verandahs and common arcas abutting 
shops arc to be used for serving food: V) Failure to con~plv LVOLII~ result in fines. 
Community life at an even more informal, interpersonal level in Chinatown 
persists to some extent though there have been some changes. In the old 
shophouse areas, a sense of community prevailed in the past, with ties developed 
from close community living in the crammed shophouses and from social 
exchanges along five-foot ways, in coffee shops and open spaces where small 
groups, particularly of old residents, gather to chat or pit skills in Chinese chess. 
Such community life was often built upon extended families staying together. 
Today, such interaction only exists in very small pockets, for example, where 
the shophouses still exist in their original form; where the old coffee shops still 
survive; and in some open spaces where people can gather. Even then, groups 
of old residents are dwindling; few can gather for chats all day when coffee 
shop owners are more concerned with turnover rates. At the same time, with 
increasing transformation of the landscape into spanking new conserved units, 
the top storeys of many shophouses are no longer residences but extensions 
of businesses; and “old-world” coffee shops have given way to well-decorated 
restaurants, shops and karaoke lounges. Many residents have moved out; few 
if any extended families remain; and as one interviewee commented, the place 
has become comparatively “dead” at night. 
Where a residential landscape still exists in the HDB flats of Sago Lane, 
Banda Street and Kreta Ayer Road, another scenario prevails. Among some of 
the one-roomers, there is a sense of shared experiences which makes for a bond 
between residents. They go into neighbours’ flats or simply sit outside their flats 
for chats and they generally look out for one another. Some even have chairs 
permanently lining the corridors. However, the bond between neighbours is 
often built on a gloomy shared evaluation of the future - as one old woman 
pointed out, they were all there waiting their days out. For the residents of the 
three-room flats in the area, most agree that neighbourly ties are confined to 
casual exchanges as people rush about in the business of daily living. 
In contrast to these activities and ties of vernacular origin, there are “official” 
efforts to establish neighbourhood interaction networks. These attempts must 
be cast within the context of a larger social and political design. The sense 
of belonging and commitment to a neighbourhood or estate community such 
as Kreta Ayer, it is hoped, can be nurtured into a sense of belonging and 
commitment to the larger community, the “nation”.-“) As a consequence, state 
attempts at community development deliberately cut across ethnic lines. 
State-initiated institutional efforts at community development in Singapore 
find expression in Residents’ Committees (RCs) and community centres. Residents’ 
Committees were created as more and more people of different ethnic groups 
(mainly Chinese, Malays and Indians) moved into new housing estates, leaving 
behind the closely-knit ethnic enclaves where a sense of community prevailed. 
It was with the intention of encouraging the growth of community cohesion 
and neighbourliness that RCs were organised. In the context of our study area, 
the Kreta Ayer Zone A Residents’ Committee located at Sago Lane initiates 
activities for residents, including social and recreational programmes (such as 
excursions and get-together parties) and educational ones (such as forums and 
exhibitions). The intended aim is to provide residents with opportunities for 
social interaction. 
Like RCs, community centres (CCs) have been created to cater to various 
social and recreational needs of residents .31 They cater generally to the entire 
population as well as more specifically to women (through the Women’s 
Executive Committees) and youths (through the Youth Executive Committees). 
The Kreta Ayer Community Centre, in existence since 1960, exemplifies the roles 
that community centres in Singapore play in their organlsation of a range of 
activities, from recreational (such as Chinese chess) to vocational (dressmaking), 
cultural (musical instruction) and educational (talks) ones. Participation in these 
activities is, however, fairly limited to the younger residents. Many elderly 
residents visit the community centre, but do not take part in these activities. 
Instead, they go to watch television and movies screened by the community 
centre organisers, and sometimes to chat with friends. 
CCs and RCs have taken over many of the roles of traditional associations, 
and new associational and neighbourhood interaction networks have been 
encouraged which are no longer oriented along ethnic lines. To some extent, 
these state-initiated efforts have been successful in that they provide a venue for 
some residents to gather in their leisure time. Yet. ironically. it is these same 
state organisations which have eroded the important community functions of 
vernacular associations. As a consequence, these efforts from a social, rather 
than political, perspective may be regarded as deleterious and damaging. Even 
the informal interpersonal everyday ties have not remained untouched. Through 
the policy on housing in which shophouse residents have been re-housed in flats, 
community ties have been re-shaped: the spirit of old has been eroded. 
LANDSCAPE OF SOCIAL AND PHYSICAL POLLUTION 
Singapore’s Chinatown was a scene of social pollution associated with secret 
policy activities right up till the 1960s. BlytheQ and MakJ-’ have recorded the 
various forms of associated social ills: gang fights. armed robberies. intimidation 
and extortion, blackmail, kidnapping, hooliganism, rape, prostitution, murder, 
and gambling. Indeed, Chinatown was carved out in sections and controlled 
by rival gangs .J4 As one interviewee testifies. secret society members used to 
operate in Sago Street and gang fights would erupt every so often. In addressing 
these problems, the governments of the day adopted a multi-prong approach. 
There were all-out police drives such as “Operation Dagger” (July 1956) and 
“Operation Pereksa” (October 1957) which included spot checks at various 
public places such as coffee shops and amusement parks; road blocks; and 
searching of backlanes and other dark spots. Minor amendments were made 
to legislations and new sanctions introduced in order to deal more effectively 
with various criminal acts. For example, in 1957, the Minor Offences Ordinance 
was amended to deal more effectively with the carrying of dangerous weapons 
in public places, and a penalty of imprisonment with or without flogging was 
introduced for throwing acid. At the same time, there were attempts to channel 
youths to more healthy activities through the organisation of Boys’ Clubs, for 
instance, and attempts to address more fundamental causal factors through 
education and better employment opportunities.Js The combined strategies of 
increased legislation, improved law enforcement and enlightened social policy 
have led to a tremendous purification of the “socially polluted” landscape in 
Chinatown, and re-cast it as a morally acceptable one. However, pockets of 
resistance to this imposition of a moral landscape do persist. Three known secret 
societies continue to operate in the area, running gambling dens, of which 13 
are known in the area.j” They operate at any time of the day or night, and 
are subject to police raids. Where there is sufficient evidence, the operators, 
gamblers, croupiers, mah tows (illegal pawnbrokers who lend money on security) 
and “scouts” (look-outs who warn operators of impending police raids) are 
prosecuted under the provisions of the Common Gaming Houses Act. 
Alongside the official concern with social pollution, attempts at making over 
Chinatown as a physically unpolluted landscape have met with great success. 
The Chinatown landscape was characterised up till the early 1980s by the oldest 
and biggest agglomeration of street hawkers in Singapore. These included both 
itinerant and static hawkers, operating in the mornings and evenings. and 
providing a cheap source of convenience goods and meals. Most had built up close 
relationships with their customers who came primarily from the neighbourhood. 
Despite the integral role of these street hawkers in the social and economic life 
of the neighbourhood, they were frowned upon by official sources for a litany 
of reasons: traffic obstruction; water and environmental pollution caused by 
trade effluent and waste products such as poultry droppings, fish, vegetable, 
fruit and food wastes, and dregs; the danger of food-borne diseases resulting 
from unhygienic handling of food, prompted by conditions of high temperatures 
and humidity; and the encumbrance of land which could be given over to other 
national development projects. 47 In consideration of these problems and in 
recognition of the socio-economic role that hawkers still played, the State 
introduced a licencing and relocation policy which allows the relevant state 
departments to keep track of the number and type of hawkers, to cap the 
numbers where necessary, and to plan their locations more optimally. The most 
concrete and visible action in this direction has been the construction of markets 
and food centres well supplied with electricity, piped water, refuse receptacles, 
sewerage system and storage facilities. In Chinatown, this took the form of Kreta 
Ayer Market and Food Centre. Completed in 1983, it now houses most of the 
street hawkers who used to ply the streets. This occurred even while there was 
significant unhappiness about the relocation: while some were reluctant to move 
for sentimental reasons, others feared loss of business at the new complex.48 Yet, 
because of stringent law enforcement, all hawkers had to move and unlicensed 
street hawkers are a rarity today. 
From the state’s perspective, physical “pollution” of the landscape has aiso 
occurred in other ways and attempts have been made to control, if not eradicate 
them. Examples include the sporadic setting up of wayang (Chinese opera) 
stages, sembnhyartg (prayer) sheds and marquees (for Hungry Ghost celebrations 
or funeral wakes, for instance), as well as the colonisation of verandahs and 
backlanes. In the erection and use of stages, sheds and marquees, the state 
has successfully implemented a system whereby organisers have to submit an 
application to the relevant authorities (such as the HDB or the Town Council, 
the local estate management authority), which will then grant permission for the 
structure to remain for a limited period of time .4Y If public streets are involved, 
permission must be sought from the Public Works Department and the Traffic 
Police. If a permit has not been granted, the organisers can be requested 
to dismantle their structures and any gathering dispersed. Somewhat less 
successful are state attempts to control the use of five-foot ways and backlanes. 
Empowered by the Local Government Integration (Obstruction in Streets and 
Backianes) Regulations, the Public Works Department prohibits the erection of 
any wall, fence, rail, post or any other obstruction in any backlane or verandah. 
Neither is the display of wares allowed, particularly if they create obstruction or 
inconvenience to the passage of the public. Enforcement officers will identify 
offenders, and issue verbal and subsequently written warnings. Those who persist 
may be convicted and fined, and their wares removed. Despite this legislation, 
the verandah has often become an extension of the shops, with goods laid out on 
the floor, displayed on tables or display racks, or hung from the ceilings. This is 
true of most traditional shophouses and some conserved ones as well. Similarly, 
people either blatantly disregard the regulations or find ways of circumventing 
them in their use of backlanes. As Ho and LimsO have documented, residents 
of shophouses have various ways of personalising and colonising backlanes, 
including their conversion into domestic and work areas. Hence, laundry and 
kitchen items and work tools may be found. Sometimes, wooden structures are 
fixed, offering shelter to trades, such as barbers. Examples may be found off 
Temple Street where the blind alley has been converted into a mini-workshop 
and off Sago Street where hawkers set up stalls (Fig. 4). All this has occurred 
despite markers which indicate the public nature of such space. such as signposts 
stipulating parkin, (7 rules, public street lamps and bollards at the entrances or 
exits of backlanes.‘l This is possibly because verandahs and backlanes abut the 
private spaces of shops and can more easily be colonised than public streets. 
In sum, the state has taken very dcfinitc positions insofar as rewriting 
the socially and physically polluted landscapes of Chinatown is concerned. 
Chinatown is to bc a landscape free of secret societies with its rclatcd illicit 
activities. It is to be free of polluting street hawkers; streets, verandahs and 
backlanes are to be unencumbered by obstructions. bc they w~rcs or structures, 
unless specifically sanctioned. To a large cxtcnt. this vision has been rcalised. 
Yet. there arc examples of resistance where the state‘s vision of ;I socially and 
physically unpolluted landscape have been punctured. such as the existence of 
three known secret so&tics, and the colonisntion of verandahs and backlanes. 
Such violation results when those affcctcd weigh up various factors: the ease with 
which and extent to which laws arc enforced: the severity of penalisation; and the 
stakes involved. Hcncc. while the use of verandahs for display of wares is not 
permitted. enforcement officers do not make their rounds very often and the 
impact of a warnin g is insignificant. On the other hand. well organiscd gambling 
dens with “scouts” to warn of impeding police raids make for difficult detection. 
At the same time, cvc’n while the penalty is sc\zrc. the stakes arc also high and 
the risk taken is deemed worthwhile. 
THE CONSEKVED LANDSCAPE 
From the beginnings of urban renewal. alongside the dominant concern to 
transform Singapore’s Chinatown into a modernist . socially and physically 
hygienic landscape congruent with the larger yuestion of national integration, 
was a nebulous but recurring apprehension that such ;I Iandscapc would deprive 
younger generation Singaporeans of “a dailv visual rcmindcr of the degree 
or form of ruggedness of life” in the past.55 The state’\ initial attempt to allay 
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some of these misgivings was to establish a Preservation of Monuments Board 
which intermittently identified one or a few individual buildings as national 
monuments of historic significance to be earmarked for preservation. There 
was, however, growing concern that saving the occasional building for posterity 
was but a token concession to the importance of the city’s “roots”, and that whole 
“historic districts” or “ethnic areas” containing an assemblage of forms reflecting 
the “richness of the cityscape” should be conserved in order to “enshrine [the 
city’s] architectural and cultural heritage”.53 Out of the new conservation ethos 
which places the accent on reclaiming heritage and capitalising on the city’s “more 
traditional assets”,54 a new state vision of Chinatown was gradually forged. 
In the conservation plans for Chinatown unveiled in 1986,“s retaining the 
traditional fabric of the entire district is seen as crucial to enhancing the visual 
identity and character of the city. “[Flor out city to be truly great,” declares the 
report, 
we cannot rely only on modern architecture, which is restrained by the 
economics of efficient construction, the use of new technology, and the 
pervasive international architectural style of the 20th Century. It is inevitable 
that our new developments suffer the fate of looking like the new buildings 
in other cities of the world. The only way that gives our city a distinct 
personality is our historic past through the selective conservation of old 
districts and buildings.56 
Within the frame of this vision, traditional buildings such as shophouses are no 
longer viewed as obsolete structures incompatible with the image of a modern, 
dynamic city. Instead, shophouses “create a sense of human scale, rhythm 
and charm not found in much of our modern architecture” while “the variety 
of building facades exhibit . . . creative use of the multi-cultural resources”, 
providing relief from “the monotony of a high-rise environment”.57 Traditional 
Chinatown is no more the territorial domain of a community of Chinese in 
decline but is elevated to national importance as a civic asset, “a common 
bond place” for “Singaporeans living in outlying new towns”.-58 Conserving 
Chinatown as a veritable repository of tradition, history and culture can thus 
be understood not simply as a means of upgrading the built environment but by 
rendering heritage in material form, the conserved Chinatown landscape serves 
the sociopolitical purpose of binding Singaporeans to place, to the city, and 
ultimately and vicariously, to the “nation”. 
Alongside other historic districts, Chinatown is also central to the state’s 
attempt to bolster the tourist industry by selling Singapore as “instant Asia”, “a 
city of many colours and contrasts, cultures and cuisines”. While the colonial state 
had racialised the Chinatown landscape using negative Chinese stereotypes, the 
contemporary state has inverted this image and capitalised on what it deems to be 
positive Chinese cultural traits. Chinatown is now identified with the pioneering 
spirit and enterprise of early Chinese immigrants to Singapore and showcased 
as a distinctively Chinese cultural area which “brims over with life, capturing 
the essence of the old Chinese lifestyle in its temples and shophouses and 
nurturing a handful of traditional trades [such as] herbalists, temple idol carvers, 
calligraphers and effigy makers . . . in the face of progress”.59 Against a backdrop 
of shophouses and temples, large scale festival activities, fairs, wayangs, puppetry 
and trishaw rides can be “staged” to provide both locals and tourists with 
“a different kind of experience”.60 Particularly during Chinese festivals, lion 
and dragon dances are brought in; national Chinese calligraphy competitions 
and exhibitions are held; ancient Chinese lantern quizzes are hosted; and 
Cantonese operas are performed. 61 Conserved Chinatown is conceived as a 
“foreign country” where people do things differently,62 both for the tourist 
gaze as well as for locals in search of the vanished past. 
The return to the “traditional” does not imply a denial of the previous emphasis 
on modernising Chinatown. Instead, c~?nserv~lti~~Il is perccivcd as another phase 
of urban renewal, as a new strategy in overcoming old environmental problems. 
In Kreta Ayer, certain portions of the gazetted conservation area had earlier been 
acquired by the state for public housing before they were declared conservation 
sites.63 One such block, the Sago Street-Smith Street block comprising 35 units 
of shophouses, has been taken in hand by the URA and suitably restored as a 
“model” for the areah (Fig. 5). For other privateIy-owncti premises, rent controi 
was lifted in 1988/1989 under the Controlled Premises (Special Provisions) Act 
to allow for the recovery of premises for rcdevelopmcnt in accordance with 
conservation guidelines.“’ Property owners and developers have seized the 
opportunity to evict former tenants, refurbish the visual and structural quality 
of shophousc units, and sell them on the market as “heritage” properties. In 
determining the type of building use, certain pollutivc or incompatibfe trades 
are proscribed. he, Within these broad parameters. however, URA’s underlying 
philosophy stresses that market forces should he left to decide what types of 
trades exist in conservation areas as successful purchasers of conserved buildings 
have to make economic returns in order to continue to restore and maintain 
them.“’ Thus, while mcticul[)us ~~ttcnti~~n is paid to preserving 1~uiIdings and 
other structures “for the past they represent”, lifestyfes and trades arc left to 
the vagaries of free competition. 6s As such. conservation as implemented in 
Chinatown does not go against the grain of the earlier phase of urban renewal 
but shares similar ideological emphases such as the commitment to public-private 
partnership in renewing the urban fabric. the focus on upgrading the physical 
environment and visual cityscape, and the irnl)ort~~nce of c(~ntrolling types of 
landuse, rooting out incompatible use and disciplining the urban form. While 
the stress is on “difference” exhibited by traditional motifs as opposed to the 
monotony of tower blocks, such “difference” is to be achieved within the ambit 
of modernist planning and goals. This is not at all unanticipated given that the 
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national conservation authority appointed in 1989 is synonymous with the Urban 
Redevelopment Authority created in 1974.“” 
Like urban renewal before it, conservation in Singapore is state-driven, 
conceived as part of the need to refurbish the built environment as well as to serve 
sociopolitical ends. It is implemented in a way which reifies a particular version 
of the visual past and of Chinese culture. These meanings and purposes invested 
by the state in the conserved landscape pervade people’s everyday encounters 
with the place. However, in the Chinatown landscape as lived, these ideological 
designs are neither entirely hegemonic nor totally transparent. To illustrate this 
last point, we will examine how people living and working in Chinatown have 
come to terms with two sets of landscape meanings ascribed by the state: first, 
the revitalisation and embodiment of a quintessential Chinese culture in the 
conserved Chinatown and, second, the role of the conserved landscape as “a 
common bond place” for Singaporeans. 
In conserving Chinatown as a testimony to the vibrance of Chinese culture, 
state strategies focus in the main on refurbishing the traditional architectural 
facade of Chinatown buildings. Where market forces do not preclude, resurrecting 
“vanishing trades” which are perceived to epitomise the Chinese past is also 
encouraged. For many Singaporeans Chinese who live and work in Chinatown, 
however, the Chinese cultural life of the place does not simply reside in the 
architectural form but in the full range of trades and lifestyles from “the 
traditional makers of paper houses and cars for ancestor prayer offerings, the 
barber who cuts hair in the backlane, the old coffee shops where residents gather 
to chit chat” and so forth .7() Notwithstanding URA’s stance that traditional 
Chinese trades would be given every encouragement, many retailers fear that an 
open tender system would inevitably squeeze out the small, traditional businesses 
who would have to make way for more upmarket shops. Temporary structures 
housing shopkeepers selling shoes and knick-knacks, stalls at shop fronts selling 
seasonal fruits like mangoes and durians, small family-run businesses selling 
food and daily necessities and myriad other enterprises which cannot afford the 
post-conservation hike in rentals have in fact faded out.‘l Others which have 
survived conservation such as small Chinese tea-houses and herbal medicine 
halls have been upgraded into tim sum (a light Chinese meal comprising assorted 
dumplings) cum herbal tea restaurants.” While conservation has fostered a 
state-envisioned “Chineseness” embodied in distinctive architecture, a scattering 
of unique “dying trades” to represent the Chinese past and a variety of “Chinese” 
festive activities, it has also led to the demise of much more prosaic elements 
which go into the making of a Chinese lived culture. Shopkeepers, families and 
street-vendors lament the rapid attrition of longstanding small businesses which 
have been part and parcel of the familiar landscape where the retailer-client 
relationship goes back a long way. This is contrasted to the cautious way in 
which they view the sudden influx of gentrified shops managed by new people. 
They are far from persuaded that what the URA promotes as “adaptive reuse” 
of traditional buildings has revitalised the “traditional Chinese way of life”. In 
coming to terms with the rapid changes of the landscape, old-time residents see 
themselves as the generation which marks the passing of the old way of life: the 
future is uncertain and all one can do is, in the words of a long-term resident, 
to live “a day at a time”. The state’s rewritten version of the Chinese cultural 
landscape is hence one which ignores “the inner workings of culture”,73 choosing 
instead to identify culture solely with architecture and a few “representative” 
trades. The Chinese in Chinatown have, however, remained aloof to such a 
version of the landscape and are not entirely oblivious to the irony that in its 
attempt to refurbish Chinese architecture and revive Chinese “dying trades”, 
the state’s conservation efforts have essentially damaged the day-to-day cultural 
life of the place. 
The state also sees no contradiction in its claim that the conservation of 
Chinatown serves both tourists who wish to savour the sights and sounds of 
the old Chinese lifestyle as well as locals who need a tangible reminder of their 
roots. While most agree that conservation has led to an improvement in the 
physical environment in Chinatown, those who live, work or shop there are less 
convinced that conservation is “for the people”. Many think of the conserved 
shophouses as “nice and charming” but add that -‘they are not for us anymore”, 
that “locals do not carry out purchases thcrc (the conserved block) but go there 
simply to look”. and that “the wares there are sold at tourist prices”. While the 
spanking cleanliness and bright huts of the conserved rows of shophouses are 
generally seen as attractive. some feel that they “somehow don’t look right”, 
that they are “inauthentic”, and that with the emphasis on the picturesque, they 
are suitably tailored to appeal to the “tourist’s way of seeing”.‘-’ That conserved 
Chinatown is a landscape made for tourist consumption is particularly evident 
when dusk approaches and tourists arc bussed off: Chinatown residents assert 
that the place takes on the “silence of a ghost town without a soul in sight” 
compared to bcforc when it “can be said to be a place with no night”. Thus, 
in contradistinction to the state’s aims of creating a conscrvcd landscape imbued 
with historical and cultural meaning for Singaporeans, locals reinterpret this 
landscape as another promotional effort for the tourists, far removed from the 
practicalities of their own daily lives. Other than the brief excursion to gaze upon 
the architectural beauty of the place when locals too become tourists in their own 
land, conserved Chinatown has heco~~~e for the ordinary Singaporcan something 
“like an antique”?‘i: distinctively charming but impractical and unaffordable. 
CONCLUSION 
In this paper, while we have unpacked the Chinatown landscape into four themes 
in order to discuss different versions of landscape reality. we take the position 
that people live and expericncc landscapes as a totality as opposed to disparate 
strands. Similarly, even while the state may employ different agencies to put into 
effect its policies. the outcome of thcsc policies and actions do not impinge on 
one aspect of the landscape to the exclusion of others. Hence, a policy on housing 
has implications for community. in the same way that a policy on conservation 
influences the degree of physical pollution. 
While state visions and vernacular experiences represent two versions of 
Chinatown landscape. there are varying degrees to which each differs from 
and sometimes competes with the other. The state’s vision of Chinatown is a 
landscape constructed on modernist principles, dcsigncd to scrvc sociopolitical 
ends. Such a landscape is to have all the trappings of a developed society in 
terms of modern facilities and conveniences. It is one in which a sense of 
community and belonging prevails regardless of cthnicity. which can then bc 
nurtured into a sense of belonging and commitment to the “nation”. It is a 
landscape that is clean in both the moral and physical senses. It is also depicted 
as a repository of tradition, history and culture, binding Singaporeans to the 
“nation’* while at the same time serving economic ends through enticing tourist 
monies. While the state has set about achieving these goals through its various 
agencies, thcrc is an inherent contradiction in its stance towards Chinatown as 
a racial landscape. On the one hand, there is a clear attempt to deracialise 
Chinatown’s community and its interaction networks by emphasising the role of 
non-communal community centres. while on the other the state also paradoxically 
attempts to anchor the area in its Chinese roots. Through the cultural activities 
it organises for Singaporeans in Chinatown. the preservation of traditionally 
Chinese architectural structures and the nurturing of traditional trades, the area 
is in fact promoted as a Clzirlese one. This paradox of concomitant racialisation 
and deracialisation is a reflection of how the State separates its policies directed 
at the local community (the people), and those directed at the place. While 
the community must remain racially mixed both in form and interaction, the 
character of the place, deriving from other than the racial mix of the population, 
may be distinctly Chinese. 
Paradoxes not~vithstanding, the state, in its systematic ways, has attempted 
to rewrite the Chinatown landscape using legal and other instruments as well 
as persuasive rhetoric to extend its hegemonic influence to Chinatown residents 
in particular, and Singaporeans in general. Yet, vernacular responses refIect 
different degrees of state success in its hegemonic intents. On the one hand, 
some residents concur with the state’s visions and have little difficulty in 
complying with its policies and actions. Many of the residents in three-room 
HDB flats for instance appear to endorse and enjoy the efficiency, accessibility 
and spaciousness of their modernist housing landscape, and to take pride in 
homeownership. On the other hand, as Gramsc9 pointed out, hegemony is 
never total. In our context, there are clearly those who do not see the Chinatown 
landscape from the state’s perspective. For instance, they do not live out the 
rhetoric of modern high-rise living, nor are they persuaded that the URA’s 
conservation strategies succeed in preserving a culture and way of life. Yet, for 
many, they have little if any means of expressing their differential values and 
visions beyond articulating their resignation. There are, however, also those 
whose non-acceptance of state rhetoric and visions is translated into personal 
and collective strategies of resistance. This is well evidenced in the existence 
of secret-society run gambling dens, and the colonisation of five-foot ways and 
backlanes. 
The landscape of Singapore’s Chinatown is thus a multicoded space inscribed 
with a multiplicity of meanings. It can neither be used entirely as an ideological 
tool to serve manipulative ends nor can it fully embody the authenticity of daily 
experiences. Precisely because of its ambiguity, it becomes deeply entrenched 
in the negotiation of power between the people and the state. 
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